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Abstract: The Accra Declaration offers a narrow ideological 

interpretation of the modern economy and proceeds to reject neoliberalism 

as the ideological foundation thereof. This article, in its comment on the 

economy, argues for a less ideological approach to public theology, using 

a two-step argument. Firstly, neoliberalism is neither a coherent ideology 

nor a plausible historical narrative. Economists, who are the presumed 

architects of neoliberalism, do not recognize the propositions attributed 

to them by either the Accra Declaration or the critical literature on 

neoliberalism. Secondly, the Accra Declaration’s ideological framework 

causes it to misrepresent both the nature of modern economies and their 

objective results. An alternative, less ideological approach would allow 

the Church to appreciate both the strengths and the many problems of 

market economies, and would allow it to work with economists in resolving 

these instead of rejecting the insights of modern economics.
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F
ifteen years ago, when I was a candidate for a scholarship, one of the 
panellists asked me “how can you be a Christian and an economist?” 
That such a question would occur to a thoughtful panellist reveals 

much about the apparent tension between the world of economics and 

Reading the Accra Declaration (World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 
2004) reminded me of the discomfort I experienced all those years ago 
when I was suspected of either inconsistency or insincerity as a Christian 

faults) as progressive institutions that not only yield improved material 
welfare, but also support civic liberties and personal virtues, and yet we 
read in the Accra Declaration that our professional judgement is radically 

sensitive to this dilemma when he asks whether

 

the brief narration of economic history [in the Accra Declaration] 

is the only true and accurate one that all Christian economists 

would give, so that it forms [an] integral part of the faith that is 

confessed—and if alternative accounts would be possible, what 

would the implications be for the logic and truth claims of the 

The answer is that there are other accounts of the nature of the modern 

economy and of economic history, accounts that do not gloss over the 

shortcomings of the modern economy, but are sensitive to both what is 

the “signs of the times” through narrow ideological lenses, and as a result, 

the “Confession of Faith” rejects a series of claims about the economy that 

ing, as it substitutes a narrow ideology for a critical understanding of mod

ern economies, the kind of understanding that Christians need to make this 

Reading Neoliberal Signs

welcome aspects of the modern world: the continued suffering of the poor; 
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“makes false promises that it can save the world through the creation of 

wealth and prosperity, claiming sovereignty over life and demanding to

tal allegiance, which amounts to idolatry” (World Alliance of Reformed 

 This neoliberalism has been portrayed as “the most powerful ideological 

Accra Declaration assure us that “the neoliberal model of the economy ex

ists in the imagination of the hearts of the proud, but not in the real world” 

 There are important precedents of the Church rejecting malevo

lent ideologies, such as the Catholic Church’s rejection of communism 

in Quadragesimo Anno

that a coherent ideology by that name exists, and when it appears, it does 

asymmetry has also occurred to Thorsen and Lie (2006) who found that

An initial mystery facing anyone who wants to study neoliberal 

ideology in more detail is that there does not seem to be anyone 

who has written about neoliberalism from a sympathetic or even 

 In both the Concise Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy (Blackburn, 

Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy (Audi, 

fare no better: neither the massively expanded New Palgrave Dictionary 

of Economics, nor the Concise Encyclopedia of Economics has an entry 

apparently articulated the ideology coherently enough to be included in 

1 

 

ner, the critical literature moved in a different direction to construct a 
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Blackwell Encyclopedia 

of Sociology (Gamble, 2007) provides such a narrative, drawing heavily 

on Harvey’s (2005) A Brief History of Neoliberalism

 In this narrative, neoliberalism emerges as a countermovement to the 

held regular meetings ever since, remaining committed to their original 

minded scholars in the hope of strengthening the principles and practice of 

 Harvey (2005) sees the “long march” of neoliberalism stretching from 

in London and the Heritage Foundation in Washington, via the books 

Anarchy, State and Utopia, and 

via political power with the coup of General Pinochet, the ascension of 

Deng Xiaoping in China and the election victories of Margaret Thatcher 

tional Monetary Fund (IMF) would seal the neoliberal capture of states, so 

the story goes, so that “those who followed, like Clinton and Blair, could 

do little more than continue the good work of neoliberalization, whether 

 In addition to the forced genealogy of neoliberalism, it is undoubtedly 

those authors who have been labelled as neoliberal by the critical literature 

reject the label (Gamble, 2007) and prefer “liberal” or “classical liberal,” 

neoliberals are with respect to the appropriate balance between state and 

 This elaborate conspiracy—barely convincing even to those who claim 
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per and Milton Friedman together with autocrats like Deng Xiaoping and 

permitted to control as much as possible of social life in order to maximize 

 The paradox whereby some of the most consistent defenders of liberal 

democracies in the twentieth century are grouped with despots like Deng 

the conspiracy, the critical literature contrives a sharp distinction between 

political freedoms in a democracy and economic freedoms, to conclude 

that “neoliberals prefer authoritarian regimes that respect basic economic 

association of despotism with Friedman, Hayek, or Popper on the intel

lectual side or Thatcher and Reagan in politics is untenable is clear from 

any serious reading of Capitalism and Freedom

The Constitution of Liberty The Open Society and its En-

emies

 The intellectual problems of herding together prominent liberal authors 

of the twentieth century in a neoliberal conspiracy are compounded by the 

cellors to “combine a market economy with liberal democracy and some 

their conception of the state’s role, these neoliberals were a world away 

from the modern critical usage of that term; indeed they were enthusiastic 

supporters of an extended welfare state and a broad conception of the so

itself as neoliberal was sympathetic to the Christian social teaching of its 

time, while neoliberalism is the ideological error rejected by the Accra 

 The ideological approach taken by the Accra Declaration, therefore, 

truth in the gospel, but a theory in the social sciences that is then connected 

to truths in the gospel via an ideological argument in the social sciences 

instead of commenting directly on the gospel, its use of the gospel is quali
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ideological content of the Accra Declaration is that the suspect ideology 

by adopting a strong ideological approach in its public theology, the Accra 

Declaration precludes participation in the piecemeal policy debate which 

is most consistent with a modest assessment of what economists know 

 To demonstrate the alternative reading of the signs mentioned in the 

Accra Declaration, the following two sections discuss two of these signs; 

they are:

 In a market economy, “the purpose of the economy is to increase prof

excluding the majority of the people and treating nature as a commodity” 

 The distribution of income internationally is “scandalous,” and wealth 

The “Purpose” of a Market Economy

 A market (or decentralized) economy works by allowing people to 

specialize on their own initiative and then to provide for the remainder 

is one of the great discoveries of modern economics that the tremendous 

rise in income experienced since the industrial revolution cannot be 

attributed to using more land, a more intensive exploitation of workers, 

attributed to working smarter (that is, working more productively), not 

 We work more productively when we specialize and when we have 

been trained—not just to do a given task, but when we learn to learn, 

and use technological inventions to improve the productivity of our labor 

ferent sets of incentives (carrots and sticks) and they differ considerably 

solution to this problem of cooperation, or to put it differently, we call 

The crucial aspects of a market are: (i) that it is a form of cooperation that 
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impersonal); (ii) the cooperation is voluntary; and (iii) the cooperation is 

 This kind of cooperation requires, at least, secure property and contract 

rights, a lot of information, and critically, bourgeois values that overlap 
3 Understanding 

the role of values in market cooperation may be particularly important in 

the discussion of a document such as the Accra Declaration, which regards 

mary consequence of people’s participation in the market system,” wrote 

Paul Heyne, “is a continuous expansion of cooperative endeavour, mu

expect the whole gamut of human motivation to be relevant in market 

vice) is effectively discouraged through social sanction and/or reciprocity 

in market settings, whether in small groups or in extended markets with 

 Economists do not now, nor did they in the past, solve the problem of 

market cooperation by assuming “perfect” knowledge for individuals in a 

since the eighteenth century has been on people’s epistemological limita

or what he calls the “constitutional limitations of man’s knowledge and 

interests, the fact that he cannot know more than a tiny part of the whole 

society and that therefore all that can enter into his motives are the imme

 Cooperation between people in such an order leads a person or group, 

in Adam Smith’s famous argument, “by an invisible hand to promote an 

frequently promotes that of society’s more effectually than when he re

is a metaphor for the coordinating mechanism of a market, and it refers 

to the feedback mechanism—often prices, but quantities too—that signal 
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to the participants whether their decisions and expectations are consistent 

signals are usually generated under the pressure of competition, where 

competition is the rivalrous process of “decentralised planning by separate 

 Some of the critical features of the market order described here are the 

centrality of individual decision makers who act on local information and 

cians and bureaucrats; and feedback to these decision makers about their 

which the price system plays a central role—a process that disseminates 

information and coordinates the activities of the many participating deci

sion makers, creating a social order as a result of purposeful action by the 

 Basil Moore has recently described systems that show these charac

teristics as complex adaptive systems (Moore, 2006), and there is now an 

expanding literature in economics which applies the insights from com

important insight of this literature is that the social order, including all the 

transactions in a market, is an emergent property, the features of which 

cannot be known in advance, or as Hayek famously observed: “the curi

ous task of economics is to demonstrate to men how little they really know 

 This does not mean that there is no role for government policy, or mere

greatly affected by government, either as a direct market participant (say 

tiative should do: the latest Nobel Laureate in Economics, Elinor Ostrom, 

has spent a career showing how policies that work well in one set of cir

cumstances can be disastrously counterproductive in other circumstances 

vision between the appropriate roles for markets and the state is highly 

 But if this market economy is truly a complex adaptive system, then it 

is meaningless to ask, as the Accra Declaration does, about the “purpose of 
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been pursued with remarkable success since the modern economy has 

seen the greatest material advance in the history of humankind, the great

est improvement in health and in the broad participation of all members of 

still when contrasted with the highly episodic character of growth and the 

pervasive material stagnation prior to the industrial revolution (Diamond, 

What is Happening to Poverty and Inequality Internationally?

 The description given above of a “highly progressive” system contrasts 

sharply with the Accra Declaration’s depiction of the modern economy 

where “the number of people living in absolute poverty on less than US 

at the expense of the poor” (World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 2004, 

nature of a modern economy, I will argue here that it also misrepresents its 

 Starting with the distribution of income at the level of countries, one 

observes that the richest countries, such as the USA, have maintained 

steady growth and their average incomes have risen, while some of the 

poorest countries in the world, for example Somalia, have stagnated and 

their average incomes have fallen further behind those of the richest coun

 But this is not the end of the story about international inequality: taking 

the world’s population as a whole (by factoring in the differences in popu

lation size between countries), the poor have been catching up with the 

are roughly three billion people in the group of globalising developing 

countries that over the last thirty years have been catching up with the 
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portion of the world’s population living below the poverty line of US $1 

the year 2004, this incidence of poverty had declined to eighteen percent 

decline over a relatively short period of time, a period during which the 

world population itself expanded, means that not just the proportion, but 

cally: in China, for example, over the same period, 500 million people 

have emerged from the deepest poverty, while the poor populations of 

claims about poverty (as discussed here) or the other outcomes of market 

Conclusion

omies do not function as described in the Accra Declaration and do not 

been tremendously progressive, leading to substantial gains in the global 

problems, not the least of which are the tremendous ecological problems 

we are already facing, which will likely become worse before (and if) they 

 Finally, the recognition of problems in a dynamic and progressive sys

tem is not a case for abandoning the system; it does argue against compla

cency and for

the view of modern economics with the perspective of the Accra Declara

however, was not to discourage wider debate on these questions; on the 

contrary, abandoning a narrow ideological approach opens space for lis

Endnotes� �
 The Accra Declaration does provide a list of beliefs upon which neo
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liberalism is supposedly based (World Alliance of Reformed Church

economic growth and accumulation of wealth are the best for the 

whole world;

market, privatization of public utilities and national resources, 

unrestricted access for foreign investments and imports, lower 

taxes, and the unrestricted movement of capital will achieve 

wealth for all;

unions, and relationships between people are subordinate to the 

Commenting on the Declaration, Park adds the following assumption 

to his understanding of neoliberalism: “the assumption that the mar

ket, built on private property, unrestrained competition and the cen

trality of contracts is the absolute law governing human life, society 

theism, biblical anthropology, the biblical doctrine of salvation and 

other principal essential contents of the Christian faith, and so can only 

such—or of making adjustments to it—is also completely pointless” 

perspective on public policy according to which “it is axiomatic in 

neoliberalism that government solutions are inferior to market solu

take responsibility away from government and allow markets to func

nearer to a coherent description of neoliberalism as an ideology, and � �
conspire as a class” but argues that “they nevertheless possess a certain 

is a profoundly implausible theory in the social sciences, especially 
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when the scale of the conspiracy reaches the extent claimed for neolib

vastly overrates the ability of individuals or groups to control complex 

societies, and secondly, it is empirically empty, because it is consistent � �
 In an argument built around the three sacred virtues (faith, hope, and 

charity) and the four natural virtues (temperance, prudence, justice, 

and courage), McCloskey (2006) has shown that decentralized or mar

ket cooperation not only requires virtues, but strengthens those vir� �
 This feedback mechanism, the invisible hand, is crucial to understand

of this feedback mechanism and a crucial indicator of the success or 

of a market economy; rather they are part of the feedback mechanism 

a procedure for behaving economically, for being a good steward,” as 

Paul Heyne observed, and he continued “the Greek word for ‘steward’, � �
 The construction of these numbers is subject to large errors (Deaton, 
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